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ABSTRACT 

Only recently is research into the total 
environmental requirements of the physically handicapped beginning to 
make substantial progress. Earlier literature in this field, which 
constitutes the majority of the literature presently available, 
concentrates on specifying basic building criteria but gives little 
or no attention to the nature of environmental interaction in the 
learning process. Educators and architects are now beginning to 
realize that the special architectural needs of the physically 
handicapped are complex and deserve more consideration than given in 
the past. This review surveys 24 documents previously announced in 
RIE, all but seven of which are available through ERIC. Annotations 
are provided for publications whose titles do not indicate their 
focus and content. (Author) 
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It is terribly difficult to approach the problem of excep- 
tional children and their education in a dispassionate way. The 
problem is immense, and as one travels from school to school, 
and from program to program, one almost automatically “senses” 
that the physical environment influences these children. Any 
environmentally oriented person does not have to spend many 
hours with these children and their teachers before he becomes 
excited about the possibilities. 

(Bednar 1969) 

Educators and architects are beginning to realize that the 
special architectural needs of the physically handicapped are 
complex and deserve more consideration than given in the 
past. No environment is neutral, particularly for the child 
who must exert extraordinary effort to mount a flight of 
stairs or move a wheelchair through a pair of heavy oak 
doors. Research has shown that a child’s ability to cope with 
his physical environment has a great bearing on his personal 
and social development. And research is beginning to show 
that a “physical environment” extends far beyond the height 
of drinking fountains and the placement of doorknobs and 
influences the child as he learns. 

It is not enough to facilitate the simple movement of 
handicapped students through a school building: it is neces- 
sary to understand the subtle differences in the ways such 
children perceive their surroundings. As Bednar and Haviland 
(1969) have pointed out, a three-story block-type school 
building can loom above the small child in a wheelchair in a 
terrifying manner and set the tone for his day even before 
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he enters its doors. Inside, his confidence is 
again challenged by highly polished floors 
flanked by panels of glossy surfaces whose 
reflections make people appear to float 
down the corridor. Ambiguity and uncer- 
tainty about immediate surroundings in- 
crease drastically as one’s mobility is 
curtailed. Some children with physical 
disabilities may be extremely sensitive to 
noise and color stimuli; hence, an environ- 
ment that most children could incorporate 
fairly rapidly into their daily routine might 
occupy a handicapped child’s attention for 
an entire school year. 

One of every eight children entering our 
schools today is considered “exceptional” 
in some way (Bednar and Haviland 1969). 
These include the physically handicapped, 
intellectually limited or gifted, mentally 
retarded, and maladjusted. Although the 
gap is steadily closing between those who 
need special facilities and those who are 
receiving them, research continues to iden- 
tify subtle environmental factors influencing 
the performance of these children and 
necessitating additional facility alterations. 

Emphasizing the personal relationship 
each child establishes with his or her imme- 
diate territory, Bednar and Haviland call for 
additional understanding of the “nature of 
the interface between the human organism 
and its physical environment.” They recom- 
mend classifying children according to learn- 
ing problem rather than by medical disability 
and urge that educators be aware of how 
various environmental systems interact. 
While their report is primarily intended to 
underscore the issues and lay the ground- 
work for future efforts, it also details the 
special perspective educators must have to 
integrate the needs of disabled children into 
the design and management of a school 
facility. This perspective must begin with a 



basic sensitivity to the influence of environ- 
mental variables (space, sound, temperature, 
color, texture, light, and shape) on the 
psychology and learning of all children. 

An in-depth research project on physical 
environment and special education, spon- 
sored by the Bureau of Education for the 
Handicapped, receives detailed treatment 
from Abeson and Berenson (1970) and 
Abeson and Blacklow (1971). In the first 
document, Abeson and Berenson underscore 
the need for educators and facility planners 
who are trained or experienced in planning 
and designing special education facilities. 
They identify three broad areas where sub- 
stantive efforts are needed: 

« improvement of techniques for evaluating 
facility planning 

© measurement of effective use of the school 
environment 

© assessment of the relationship between 
man and his physical environment 

The bulk of their report consists of appen- 
dixes reporting the findings of the research 
project: appraisals of special education facili- 
ties in the United States; information useful 
to facility planners and a special planning 
process guide; methodologies for field ex- 
perimentation in measuring environmental 
roles in educational processes; and tech- 
niques for disseminating information. 

In the second document, Abeson and 
Blacklow summarize the basic findings of 
the research project and identify the impli- 
cations for design planning. Results were 
drawn from data regarding student integra- 
tion, community and parent involvement, 
educational programs and activities, social 
adjustment, and administrative planning. 
Additional research parameters included 
learning spaces, observation systems, and 
transportation data. The authors also de- 
scribe planning mechanisms and strategies 
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from the point of view of the architect and 
special educator and provide illustrated 
solutions for specific environmental prob- 
lems. The document concludes with selected 
research findings related to physical and 
psychological effects of environmental ma- 
nipulation, research needs, and methodolo- 
gies for further research. 

Only recently is research into the total 
environmental requirements of the physi- 
cally handicapped beginning to make sub- 
stantial progress. Earlier literature in this 



field concentrates on specifying basic build- 
ing criteria and gives little or no attention 
to the nature of environmental interaction 
in the learning process. Such documents still 
constitute the majority of the literature that 
is presently available. A representative sam- 
ple of this literature is cited in the biblio- 
graphy that follows. Annotations are 
provided for publications whose titles do 
not indicate their focus and content. All 
but seven documents are available through 
the ERIC Document Reproduction Service. 
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